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LOS ANGELES: Walk into Brett Vapnik’s
medicinal marijuana dispensary in Los
Angeles and the pungent aroma of pot is
good and strong.  All day long, hundreds of
people file in and out-a sign of the strength of
the pot industry, despite big question marks
posed by the new administration of President
Donald Trump. For now Vapnik, who also has
a small pot garden in his store, just sells mari-
juana for medicinal purposes: From the plant
itself, with varying degrees of potency, to
beauty products and even chocolate and
cookies, all laced with herb.

But next year he expects sales to triple,
as the most populous US state is slated to
legalize sales and consumption of marijua-
na for recreational purposes. Almost 60 per-
cent of the US population lives in states
where the sale and use of marijuana is legal
to one extent or another: 29 states and the
capital Washington, DC have laws govern-
ing its medicinal use.  And of these, eight
and Washington, DC allow its use for people
simply to get high, for fun.  But the federal
government still classifies marijuana as an
illegal drug.

“According to them, yes, I’m a drug deal-
er,” Vapnik told AFP. He said that now that
the conservative Trump is in power, there is a
lot of uncertainty in the industry, which had
a reported $6.9 billion in revenue in 2016.
White House spokesman Sean Spicer set off
alarms recently when he said of federal law
on marijuana, “I do believe you will see
greater enforcement of it.” But what did he
mean, exactly? That there will be raids in
states where sales are legalized?  It is hard to
tell, said Vapnik, 44 and co-owner of a dis-
pensary since 2010. He said he does not
think the DEA drug agency will intervene

because Congress has barred any federal
action in states where marijuana for medici-
nal purposes is legal-an order that can be
extended to pot for recreational use. 

So maybe way the to crack down will be
taxes, said Vapnik. Now, the tax on revenue
at shops like his varies from 40 percent to 70

percent. “Technically, the federal govern-
ment is our biggest partner in what they
consider an illegal drug operation,” said
Vapnik. He said he does not see pot being
legalized at the federal level with Trump in
power. So for the time being, customers
keep coming into his shop and leaving with
their pot in small white paper bags. His rev-
enue is about $4 million a year. 

During the election campaign Trump said
he supported medicinal use of marijuana and

respected state laws allowing this. But for
advocacy groups the bigger source of worry
are people in the Trump administration like
Attorney General Jeff Sessions, a conservative
southerner who opposes legal pot.  “While
the short term prognosis is uncertain, the
long term prognosis has never been better,”

said Troy Dayton, head of the marketing
research firm Arcview.

It was Arcview that calculated the pot
industry was worth $6.9 billion in 2016. By
2021 it sees the industry moving $21 billion a
year.  “I think by 2021 it is reasonable that
Congress will end federal prohibition,” said
Dayton. “The sky hasn’t fallen” in Colorado,
Oregon, Washington, the states where mari-
juana use for recreational purposes was first
legalized, Dayton told AFP. —AFP

Pot business is smoking 

hot in US, despite Trump

LOS ANGELES, California : Customers buy marijuana products at the
Perennial Holistic Wellness Center which is a medicinal marijuana dis-
pensary in Los Angeles, California. —AFP

Global depression

numbers surge 

in past decade 
GENEVA: Cases of depression have ballooned almost 20 percent
in a decade, making the debilitating disorder linked to suicide
the leading cause of disability worldwide, the World Health
Organization said yesterday. By 2015, the number of people
globally living with depression, according to a revised definition,
had reached 322 million, up 18.4 percent since 2005, the UN
agency said. “These new figures are a wake-up call for all coun-
tries to rethink their approaches to mental health and to treat it
with the urgency that it deserves,” WHO chief Margaret Chan
said in a statement.

According to the agency’s definition, depression is more than
just a bout of the blues. It is a “persistent sadness and a loss of
interest in activities that people normally enjoy, accompanied by
an inability to carry out daily activities for two weeks or more.”
Lack of energy, shifts in appetite or sleep patterns, substance
abuse, anxiety, feelings of worthlessness and thoughts of self-
harm or suicide are also common, and can wreak havoc on entire
families.  The drop in productivity, and other medical conditions
often linked to depression, also takes a financial toll, with the
global cost estimated at $1 trillion annually, the WHO said.

Shekhar Saxena, head of the agency’s mental health and sub-
stance abuse department, said yesterday that both psycho-social
and medical treatments could be highly effective, insisting on
the importance of reaching more of those in need. Even in the
most developed countries, around half of people suffering from
depression are not diagnosed or treated, and the percentage
soars to between 80 and 90 percent in less developed nations.
Treatment can be difficult to access, while a fear of stigma also
prevents many people from seeking the help required to live
healthy and productive lives, the agency said.

According to the WHO, every dollar invested in improving
access to treatment leads to a return of $4 in better health and
productivity. And “early identification and treatment of depres-
sion is a very effective means of decreasing death by suicide,”
Saxena told reporters. About 800,000 people commit suicide
worldwide every year, amounting to one suicide every four sec-
onds. And the link to depression is clear. —AFP


